
 

9March 11, 2018

News & Analysis Lebanon

Beirut

R 

ampant corruption, suc-
cessive dysfunctional 
governments, poor eco-
nomic conditions and 
rising unemployment, 

among other problems, consti-
tute the backdrop against which 
Lebanon’s first general elections in 
nearly a decade are to take place.

A new election law introduces 
aspects of proportional represen-
tation for the first time in Lebanon, 
offering an opportunity for break-
throughs in different constituen-
cies by political alternatives to tra-
ditional parties.

A new dynamic initiated by the 
law contributed to the rise of new 
political alliances by “civil society 
actors” to participate in the May 6 
elections.

“They (civil society groups) 
have a chance to breakthrough in 
all electoral constituencies, es-
pecially in the big ones like Bei-
rut, Mount Lebanon and even the 
(Hezbollah-dominated) south and 
Baalbek-Hermel district,” said po-
litical analyst Amine Kammourieh.

“They can actually grab five or 
six seats on the sole condition that 
they compete as a unified front 
and agree on a unified electoral list 
with the strongest candidates.”

However, the challenges are big 
when it comes to defying a long-
established, sectarian-driven po-
litical establishment in a country 
with a sectarian-based political 
system.

“Coming up with a unified pro-
gramme or political agenda is a 
challenge in itself,” said Kammour-
ieh. “They might agree on develop-
mental, economic or social issues, 
such as combating corruption and 
unemployment, but when it comes 
to political matters you might have 
some who could feel closer to the 
political agenda of one pole or an-
other. Definitely, the existing po-

litical divisions in the country can 
reflect on the political directives 
and preferences of the various civil 
society groups.”

Lebanon’s 128-seat parliament 
is divided equally between Chris-
tians and Muslims. The current 
chamber extended its mandate in 
2013, 2015 and 2017, citing security 
and technical concerns.

The National Coalition, an alli-
ance of 11 civil society groups led 
by the new Sabaa (“Seven” in Ara-
bic because it has the shape of a 
victory sign) party, expects to com-
pete with complete lists in elector-
ates across the country.

“We are seeking to cooperate 
with all active civil society groups 
that have the ambition to foster 
change in the country to run with 
comprehensive and unified lists,” 
said Ribal Zouein, the coalition’s 
election campaign manager and 
member of the Sabaa Executive 
Committee.

The National Coalition’s candi-
dates include both men and wom-
en and come from different back-
grounds, age groups and religious 
sects.

“They represent the average citi-
zen and the Lebanese social fabric 
in general. Our aim is to create a 
new political class that is reflective 
of the people close to them and 
(that shares) their problems and 
grievances,” Zouein said.

“It is not acceptable that the po-
litical power remains the monop-
oly of a certain class with money 
and power. Our candidates don’t 
have big financial means but they 
are active and seek achievements. 
You will see a new type of can-

didates who are totally different 
from the traditional hopefuls that 
we are used to seeing in the elec-
toral race.”

The coalition includes leading 
civil society groups such as the 
“You Stink” movement, Li Baladi 
(“For My Country”), Badna Nha-
sib (“We Want Accountability”) 
and the Lebanese Civil Gather-
ing, among others. Members of 
the groups were mostly active in 
anti-government protests in the 
summer of 2015, which were trig-
gered by the garbage crisis and the 
government’s inability to agree on 
solutions to the country’s chronic 
waste management problem.

Zouein said that while not all 
groups in the coalition share the 
same political orientations, they 
have a common political basis 
upon which they can build their 
joint electoral programme.

“Each group might have some 
distinct programmes or different 
ways of doing things but they are 
unified in substance and adhere to 
common principles such as safe-
guarding national sovereignty, 
building a strong state, transparen-
cy, non-sectarianism and abiding 
by the constitution,” he said.

Though the electoral mood is 
uncertain, civil society groups are 
hopeful of reaching parliament. 
“People are listening to us because 
they want to see some change. 
They are simply sick and disgusted 
with the ruling political class that 
has achieved nothing over dec-
ades,” said Mark Daou, a member 
of the campaign Hada Minna (“One 
of Us”) and candidate for the Druze 
seat in Aley district.

“We are trying to have complete 
lists in Aley and the Chouf elector-
ates by joining hands with other 
civil society groups as well as in-
dependent candidates,” Daou said.

The major challenge for such 
groups remains the establishment 
of a unified front against tradi-
tional political parties, based on a 
relevant electoral programme that 
convinces voters to shift their po-

litical allegiances, Kammourieh 
said.

“The key for them is to unify 
their ranks. The existing political 
establishment will definitely at-
tempt to weaken their efforts and 
prevent them from having a uni-
fied front,” he said.

The parliamentary elections are 
a test for the “forces of civil socie-
ty” to prove their worth by fighting 
the battle in a proper and organ-
ised manner, Kammourieh added.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Fostering change. Young members of the new Sabaa party are 
seen in front of the American University in Beirut.                     (Sabaa party)

Lebanon’s civil society challenges 
traditional parties in upcoming vote

E
ven before Beirut 
established its repu-
tation as a capital for 
Western hostage tak-
ing, this small Medi-
terranean city was a 
scene for spies and 

their spymasters playing the Cold 
War’s greatest game. In the 1960s, 
Beirut was home to the famous 
British spy and Soviet double 
agent Harold “Kim” Philly, who 
used the various bars and hotels 
to recruit and collect information 
before defecting to Moscow.

Over the years many spies, 
some of them Lebanese, were ex-
posed and their subsequent sto-
ries seem more the stuff of John 
le Carre than historical fact. It’s 
also true that, like all works of 
fiction, many of them were fabri-
cated to either serve or discredit 
their principals. Now another 
equally bizarre story joins their 
ranks, that of the Lebanese actor 
and journalist Ziad Itani.

Itani was arrested last Novem-
ber and accused of spying for the 
Israeli intelligence agency Mos-
sad. However, information has 
come to light that he was framed 
by the former head of the Leba-
nese cyber-crime unit, Lieuten-
ant-Colonel Suzanne al-Hajj.

The new revelations indicated 
Hajj instructed a hacker known 
to her unit to infiltrate Itani’s 

personal computer and social 
media accounts and plant 

evidence establishing a faux 

relationship between him and 
an appropriately sultry Swedish-
Israeli handler.

From the moment of his ar-
rest by the General Directorate 
of State Security (GDSS), Itani 
was branded a collaborator, his 
infamy growing as details of the 
investigation into his supposed 
activities were leaked to a variety 
of media outlets, including his 
alleged confession.

Many were quick to condemn 
Itani but a few dared to challenge 
the prosecutor’s elaborate narra-
tive. One of those was journalist 
Fidaa Itani (no relation), who 
questioned the actor’s crime 
and published counter reports, 
which claimed that Ziad Itani was 
a victim of an elaborate scheme 
orchestrated by Hajj.

Fidaa Itani accused Hajj of 
fabricating the charges against 
the actor in revenge for a screen 
shot he had taken of one of Hajj’s 
Twitter posts perceived as insult-
ing to Saudi women. Ziad Itani 
passed the screenshot to a news 
website, leading to Hajj losing 
her post as head of the cyber-
crime unit.

However, for the journalist, 
the implications of the case 
reach beyond the immediate and 
reflect the sinister role played 
by the media throughout the 
affair. Fidaa Itani said that “from 
the moment Ziad was arrested 
many of the media outlets leaked 
the investigation without ever 

doubting any of its content. 
Thus, it was not really the fault of 
the public but rather the (Leba-
non’s) decrepit media outlets.”

Fidaa Itani claimed the security 
agency, through collaborating 
with the media, established a 
credible fiction in which Itani 
the actor was cast as a cunning 
and dangerous spy and, more 
importantly, “spun a story of a 
tall blonde female Israeli agent 
who seduced Ziad, turning this 
into a virtual sex show, which 
unfortunately the public seemed 
to like.”

Many have presumed the ac-
tor had fallen foul of the power 
struggle between the GDSS, 
which is loyal to the Maronite 
President Michel Aoun, and the 
intelligence branch of the Sunni-
leaning Internal Security Force 
(ISF). In reality, the case reaches 
beyond the internal rivalries of 
Lebanon’s security forces and 
speaks to the president’s resur-
gent Maronite faction’s ambition 
to reclaim its hold over the state, 
a hold that has been challenged 
by the Sunnis for the past two 
decades.

Underlying the immediate po-
litical and security context of the 
case are the concerns many as-
sumed had been dead and buried 
since the Syrian occupation of 
1990-2005. During that time, any-
one who thought of even straying 
from the Syrian line would find 
themselves accused of any num-

ber of supposed crimes, ranging 
from corruption to the more seri-
ous and fatal charge of collabora-
tion with Israel.

Even after the Syrian exodus 
of 2005, the power of the ac-
cusation of Israeli collaboration 
lingered and continued to be 
used to subdue any intellectual 
who dared challenge Hezbollah’s 
narrative of resistance.

Lokman Slim, an independent 
political activist and an outspo-
ken critic of Hezbollah, said hav-
ing the accusation of “spying for 
Israel or the West hurled at them 
is both unimaginative yet very 
sinister and effective.”

Rather than merely looking at 
the case of Ziad Itani, Slim said 
there should be an examination 
of the accusation itself, which re-
mains an especially potent “form 
of blackmail used to subjugate 
the entire Lebanese population, 
including those who are cur-
rently in power.”

With the looming parliamen-
tary election, Ziad Itani, who be-
longs to one of the biggest Sunni 
families in Beirut, was lucky to 
benefit from the intervention of 
Sunni Prime Minister Saad Hariri. 
While the actor and journalist 
might soon find himself released 
from jail, his tacky and fabricated 
spy tale will live on, an enduring 
reminder that Lebanon remains 
a police state that only sporadi-
cally masquerades as a struggling 
democracy.

The man who knew too much

Over the years 
many spies, some 
of them Lebanese, 
were exposed and 
their subsequent 
stories seem more 
the stuff of John le 
Carre than 
historical fact.
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Viewpoint

The National 
Coalition’s candidates 
include both men and 
women and come from 
different backgrounds, 
age groups and 
religious sects.
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